The President of the European Parliament occupies a prominent position in the political leadership and institutional framework of the European Union (EU). The procedure for his/her election grants him/her strong political legitimacy, because it usually implies a bipartisan agreement among the Members of the European Parliament (MEPs), or at least between the two largest political groups. In fact, in order to present a nomination, an initiative by a political group or by at least 40 MEPs is required (Rule 15 of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure). In order to be elected, an absolute majority of the votes is necessary in the first three ballots, while in the fourth ballot there is a 'run-off' between the two candidates who have obtained the highest number of votes in the third ballot (Rule 16).
Beyond the wording of the Rules of Procedure, the election of the European Parliament's President is the outcome of a political decision that usually involves at least a bipartisan majority of the MEPs and that takes into consideration numerous elements, not least the geopolitical equilibrium among the EU member states. This agreement is eased by the relative brevity of the European Parliament President's mandate. Namely, since it lasts only half the legislative term -that is, two and a half years (Rule 19), the search for compromises between the two largest European parties on the handover of power becomes easier.1 Furthermore, this explains why the European Parliament President and the members of the European Parliament's Bureau may be elected by acclamation 'if the number of nominations does not exceed the number of seats to be filled' (Rule 15). However, in spite of this wide political legitimacy, the European Parliament President enjoys a very limited margin of manoeuvre in internal parliamentary affairs. The political groups strongly condition his/her conduct in the European Parliament and he/she holds almost no power with regard to agenda-setting, except when acting as the Chairperson of the Conference of Presidents.4 Even as director of all the European Parliament's activities and administration, the European Parliament President is greatly constrained by the political groups, which usually choose the European Parliament's Secretary-General, who is elected by the Bureau.5 As well as electing the Secretary-General, it is the
